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SOMEONE KNOCKED ON THE front door while Rudy was on the couch, eating cereal. His 
parents wouldn't be home from work for another hour, so he put down his food and walked to 
the door. 

"Hi," a man said, when Rudy opened the door. His head was a wild arrangement of curls, 
his face unshaven. He wore a bathrobe and fuzzy pink slippers. "I'm Greg. I'm your new 
neighbor." 

"Oh, hi," Rudy said. What he thought was, What the hell does this guy want? 

"Sorry to bother you, but I've just run out of coffee. My wife's got the car and I've got 
my deadline and . . . well, could I have some of yours?" 

"Sure," Rudy said, and let the man inside. Rudy went to the kitchen while Greg remained 
in the hall, and prepared a sandwich bag full of grounds. 

"This is a fine home," the man said, taking the bag when Rudy returned. "Parents 
around?" 

"No. They work for another hour or so." Rudy thought the man should leave now, but he 
didn't — he stayed inside, examining the pictures on the walls. "I've got some homework to do, 
so if you — " 

"Oh, sure, sure. But hey, your name's Rudy, right?" 
"Yes, but I've—" 

The man stepped toward him, grinning now. He dropped the baggie full of grounds, and 
it came open, spilling on the wooden floor. "How old are you, Rudy?" 
"E-e-eleven," Rudy said, backing into the kitchen. 

"Mmm, a bit younger than normal, aren't you?" The man looked drunk, maybe loony. 
"Chad Stevenson says the Gift doesn't come alive until thirteen. But I don't think that's true. I 
think you're different." 

The closest thing was the fridge. 
(for tenderlo ) 

"What do you w-want?" 

"Just you," the man said, and smiled. 



Then the man shot forward with outstretched arms and snatched Rudy into a bear hug, 
subduing his attempt to escape. "I want you" he said, his breath hot, his face 
From lunch! 
like sandpaper. 

The man spun Rudy around and wrapped a hairy forearm around his neck. Disoriented, 
Rudy fought against the squeeze. He was deadlocked, and he could feel something poking into 
the small of his back, something like a thumb. He couldn't breathe and could feel his face turning 
blue. He whirled helplessly, spinning the man with him, looking for anything to help. His hand 
slid down the counter, knocking dirty silverware onto the floor. He flung himself onto the 
kitchen table, hoping to flip his assailant off his back. Instead, the man's hold loosened, and in 
that moment Rudy was able to breathe. 

That breath entered his body like a shot of adrenaline — his eyes bulged, his muscles 
tensed, and his heart raced. Something inside him exploded into life. The kitchen expanded, 
elongating like he was about to make the jump into hyper speed. Even his fingers blurred, 
looking like greasy measuring tapes. 

He thought this was how Alice felt after swigging that shrinking elixir. 

Suddenly all the familiar chaotic data flooded his mind, drowning out his own thoughts: 
(invisible man) 
(two gamblers) 
(company plane) 

Heaps more crashed into his mind, none his own. 

But the one that really stuck was a voice he knew belonged to the man choking him. 
(others are coming) 

Only, the man hadn't said it aloud. 

He positioned Rudy over the kitchen table, pressing his face into the hard wood. Rudy's 
entire body felt tight with suffocation, as if on the brink of bursting. 

Kick his groin, Rudy's mind told him, though it didn't sound like his own voice. 

Regardless, Rudy threw back his foot and slammed it against something soft, and the man 
gasped before letting go. Rudy's next few breaths were huge, and he lunged for the phone, 
planning to dial the police. Receiver in hand, he stared blankly at the keypad, feeling desperate, 



because he just couldn 't remember the number for emergencies. It was as if that information had 
been purposely hidden from him. 

(fifty mi les off) 
(always felt pressed) 
( will hate you ) 

"Stay away!" Rudy shouted. He couldn't hear his own voice with all the thoughts filling 
up his mind — it was like screaming next to a concert speaker. That, and the room continued to 
expand. The man, now doubled over with his hair hanging over his face, looked distorted, as if 
reflected in a broken funhouse mirror. He looked up at Rudy with bloodshot eyes and inched 
forward, his fuzzy pink slippers pointing in toward one another. 

"I'm warning you!" Rudy shouted, again not hearing himself. 

And he heard that voice again, the one that he knew belonged to the crazed man in front 

of him. 

(get his neck) 

Rudy wound up the phone and slammed it down on his attacker's head. There was a dull 
thud, like smacking a watermelon, and the man's eyes rolled to their whites while the dial tone 
beeped loudly. 

Rudy slunk down against the wall into a sitting position, the cord 
Did I always have this old phone? 

stretching with him, and he watched as the room shrunk back to its normal size. The 
invasive 
(hold the ques) 
(nose like a lapel) 

thoughts faded away, and he started to sob. 



